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Decision-making by consensus: A Brief 
Introduction 
© 2000 by Skip Spitzer 

What is consensus? 

Consensus is a process that groups use for making high quality decisions that are acceptable to all of 
its members. That is not to say that everyone necessarily feels that the adopted decisions are best, but 
that everyone supports them. 

This differs from "majority rule," the model most of us are brought up to equate with democracy 
itself: 

• With majority rule, proposals are presented and modified to secure enough votes to approve 
them. With consensus, group members present and modify proposals to make them agreeable 
to all. 

• With majority rule, it's often hard to be heard. With consensus, special efforts are made to hear 
those who are often not heard. 

• With majority rule, the goal is to please a majority, often paying little attention to the needs of 
the minority. With consensus, the aim is to recognize the needs of everyone, especially if they 
are in a minority. 

Consensus can be incredibly satisfying. But it can also be very challenging. A bad consensus process 
might make you wish for a quick vote, or even a friendly dictator. So, if you are going to do it, it's 
important to put in the effort to do it well. 

How consensus works 

The basic idea works like this. Deliberation of an issue generally begins with a discussion in which 
group members raise concerns, ask questions, and say what they think. This generally leads to 
proposals about how to resolve the issue. 

As proposals are discussed, they may be amended by their owners based on the comments and 
requests of the other members, and restated to reflect such changes. If a proposal seems to be going 
nowhere, or no longer seems like a good idea, the maker can withdraw it. 

Based on how the discussion proceeds, the group's facilitator can test for and attempt to work out a 
consensus on a proposal by eliciting concerns and accommodations. Periodically, the facilitator will 
restate the proposal at hand (or have the maker restate it) to make sure it's clear to everyone and then 
ask the group how it feels about it. Members can then react to it in one of several ways: 

• As a supporter ("I think that's a great idea. Let's do it") 
• With ambivalence ("I don't see the need for that, but I'll go along with it") 
• With reservation ("I think that's a mistake, but I can live with it") 
• By standing aside ("I won't participate in that, but it's fine if others do") 
• By blocking consensus ("I cannot support this or allow the group to do it") 

If the proposal is blocked, the blocker should clearly state his or her reasons. If such major objections 
cannot be resolved, the proposal is not enacted. Another proposal can be offered, or the issue can be 
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dropped or put off until later. 

If no one blocks, consensus is reached. Note, though, that consensus can be achieved without 
sufficient support, even if no one stands aside or blocks. This kind of "lukewarm consensus" might 
make the proposal maker withdraw it, despite a consensus having been reached. Some things are best 
hot or cold. 

Special roles in consensus 

Of course, all that doesn't just happen. Several key roles help make consensus work. There may be 
one or more members playing each. 

The Facilitator. This is the most important role. The facilitator is generally responsible for: 

• Limiting speakers taking up too much time and encouraging quiet people to talk 
• Keeping the discussion on track 
• Looking for agreement 
• Presenting or calling for proposals and clarifications 
• Working through consensus (without ignoring or overemphasizing his or her own input) 	. 
• Making procedural decisions in a popular way, without bogging the group down by securing a 

formal consensus on every little thing 

That's quite a lot to do. Typically the facilitator is also responsible for other aspects of a meeting: 

• Seeing that an agenda is made 
• Prioritizing or helping to prioritize agenda items 
• Arranging the implementation of decisions 
• Making sure a subsequent meeting is set 
• Inviting evaluation 

A good facilitator can make a difficult meeting great. Unfortunately, the reverse is also true! A bad 
facilitator can drive members away for good. For a more in-depth discussion of how to facilitate, see 
Embracing Facilitation. 

The Note-taker. Often, a note-taker writes down what happens at a meeting, or at least the decisions 
reached and commitments made. This is important--it increases clarity during a meeting and prevents 
disagreements afterwards. It's amazing how often group members agree on something and later 
wonder if they were all even at the same meeting! 

The Time-keeper. For more efficient sessions, a time-keeper brings to the group's attention the 
amount of time used for items that are time-allocated. If time runs out for an item, the group can 
decide to "contract for" (or budget) more time, or move on. Watch out for long discussions about 
short additions of time! 

The Vibes-watcher. Often, a vibes-watcher focuses on the mood and dynamics of the group. He or 
she can watch speaking time and tone, body language, underlying emotions, distractions, and so on. 
This really helps highlight domineering and other behavior that prevents participation and 
cooperation. 

Everyone else 

Even if a member does not play one of these roles, he or she must pay attention to how the process is 
going, and try to participate in a way that supports consensus. As a participant you should: 
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• Freely express what you want to express, but don't speak just because there is something you 
could say. Consensus is an inviting process and can easily be flooded. Try to avoid comments 
about things that are not really that important to you or the issue at hand, defensive 
explanations, comments that just show how knowledgeable you are, etc. 

• Respect the comments of others. Make sure you are really listening. 
• Respect the roles of others, especially that of the facilitator. Help the facilitator by making 

suggestions. Do not unexpectedly "co-facilitate." 
• Block consensus only when something is very important! Recognize the impact of blocking a 

decision that would otherwise be accepted. Be prepared to state your reasons so that others can 
try to accommodate your concerns. 

• Don't be afraid to disagree. Conflict is a natural part of social life and can make for better ideas 
and outcomes. 

• Compromise when you can. 

Racism, sexism, and classism 

The consensus model helps prevent racism, sexism, and classism from entering into group process. 
But it doesn't happen automatically. Men, for example, generally speak and block consensus more 
than women. Generally, they accommodate and take notes less. Everyone needs to remain aware of 
such domineering behaviors to help ensure that consensus process actually produces real consensus. 

For questions or comments, send email. 

Return to Skip's homepage 
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Embracing Facilitation 
© 2000 by Skip Spitzer 

Collective action changes the world, and The Meeting is the basic stuff of collective action. Yet our 
meetings aren't always what they could be. If that doesn't ring true for you, you're one lucky activist. For 
the rest of us, here's a brief look at what is often the main factor in the quality of a meeting: facilitation. 

Facilitation is a process wherein one or more people are designated to help identify and meet a group's 
goals during a meeting. Good facilitation generally makes a meeting easier, more democratic, and more 
productive, and results in decisions that are of higher quality, more clearly stated, and better 
implemented. People appreciate good facilitation. 

In practice, even groups without designated facilitators have some level of unofficial facilitation by one or 
more members, but it's generally much less effective, and often tacitly reflects the underlying power 
relationships within the group. This may be fine, especially for a small, casual session. When the size and 
tasks of a group get big, however, the value of a good facilitator grows faster than the mass media can 
distort reality. Facilitation happens; a group might as well embrace it, and do it well. 

Who should facilitate? 

Everyone should get a chance to facilitate! Running a meeting is a great way to be a part of a group, and 
the skills a facilitator hones are broadly applicable. The experience tends to make people more 
process-minded even when not facilitating. 

However, the facilitator plays a vital role, and one who is not really ready for it can really drag a 
meeting down. Ideally, the option is available to all, and all who take on the task will successfully provide 
what the group needs. Watching experienced facilitators, attending workshops, and reading handouts like 
this one can help get facilitators up to speed. 

Co-facilitation is sometimes used, often as a way of easing the question of who facilitates. Be careful with 
co-facilitation because it generally requires some planning ahead so that the facilitators do not work at 
odds with each other. 

Also note that the facilitator has to stay pretty focused on process, so someone likely to be very involved 
in the substantive discussions of a meeting might best chose not to facilitate. 

If your group just begins working without designating a facilitator, ask that someone volunteer, or 
volunteer yourself. "Does anyone object if we have a facilitator?" 

How to facilitate 

Although the essential skills of facilitation are easily learned, there are a lot of pieces to it. Below we look 
briefly at the major aspects. 

The underlying model of decision-making 
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A facilitator has to know what kind of decision-making the group uses. Decision-making models include 
consensus process111, majority rule, decision-making by designated authority (i.e., the president decides 
this, the treasurer that), parliamentary procedure, various kinds of conflict resolution, among others. Only 
some of these involve facilitation. Very often groups find that they have never really adopted a model, 
instead intuitively trying to make decisions in a generally cooperative or democratic way. This guide is 
particularly helpful for this kind of meeting. The specifics of making decisions, however, depend on the 
model, and the facilitator ought to know what it is. 

The general balance of participation 

A meeting with no group participation would be very quick, but probably the last one the facilitator was 
welcome to run. On the other hand, a meeting where everyone is asked twice to share their feelings about 
which chair the note-taker sits in is also going to be a bad time. The general task of the facilitator is to 
direct the meeting efficiently while still keeping channels of participation wide open. It's a balancing act . 
that gets better with experience. 

A key technique of facilitation is informing the group of your decision to handle something a certain way, 
but to open the door to dissent. A common phrase in this is "if there are no objections," as in "It looks 
like people are getting a little drained, so I'd like to take a 5 minute stretch break, if there are no 
objections." Such objections tend not to occur unless they really matter. "Actually, I can't stay much 
longer, so how about a break after we do the next item?" Compare this approach to the likely discussion 
scenario after asking the group "So when should we have our break?" 

Moving through the meeting 

Getting through a meeting typically involves starting things going, and creating and working through an 
agenda. 

Starting the meeting 

Believe it or not, but sometimes starting things going is not so simple. Sometimes it's not so clear when 
to start, when people are having a good time talking or when not everyone is present. The facilitator has 
to decide when to call a meeting to order and then make it happen. If you've been designated as 
facilitator, most people are waiting for your call. Be as firm as needed: "OK folks, we're going to start 
now." 

Setting the agenda 

The facilitator should see to it that there is an agenda of items to cover during the meeting. It's very 
helpful to use any last meeting's agenda to remember things that were "tabled" (postponed), or not fully 
completed. Some items may appear on every agenda: 

• Brief agenda review (helps give people a sense of where their issues will be covered) 
• Check-ins (good bonding, but time consuming) 
• Some kind of connection ritual, like a song (same comment) 
• Setting the next meeting (something easy to forget, which makes it hard to poll availability) 
• Announcements (usually as the end, in case there isn't time for them) 
• Committee reports 
• Informational updates 
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• Brief meeting evaluation (great source of information on how your facilitation is working) 

It's helpful for the facilitator to announce any existing agenda items and then call for any additional ones. 
Alternatively, he or she can pass the agenda around so that people can see what's on it and add items they 
would like addressed--although this is usually more time consuming. The facilitator also needs to know 
who is to "speak to" (present) each item. Generally, the person adding the agenda item will speak to it, 
but not always. Use common sense, or simply ask who would like to speak to it when it comes up. 

The facilitator also needs to know how much time is available for the meeting, and get a sense of priority 
for the items and how much time they are likely to take. Priorities and time allotments can be set 
explicitly (for all to see), and with or without group input. Be aware that while being explicit can be 
helpful, it can also raise significant discussion about the "right" priorities and time allotments. There is 
little more frustrating than spending a lot of time just talking about how to use time! Many facilitators 
quietly make their own working assessment of priorities and times and tackle items accordingly, 
reassessing along the way. 

Handling agenda items 

Generally, you should begin addressing an item by having someone speak to it. The facilitator can speak 
to items, but generally shouldn't speak to too many. 

It's helpful to recognize that each item on an agenda is either just informational, something needing some 
discussion, or something needing discussion and a decision. Informational items are easy. There may be 
questions and answers, but the information flows and then you move on. Sometimes, of course, an 
"informational" item actually reveals that a decision needs to be made. Discussion-only items aren't that 
common--usually you are discussing something because you need to make a decision or act on it in some 
way. Most items are decision-making items. See Working through decisions below. 

After a decision is made it's critical to cover any implementation matters, like who is going to do what 
and how is it to be done. It's remarkable how often the victory of a consensual decision clouds the need 
to figure out how it's put into action. After reaching agreement, you might list all the things that need to 
be done to carry out a decision (perhaps by brainstorming), and then run through them, asking for 
volunteers to take on the tasks. Initialing who is responsible for each task is helpful for making sure the 
job gets done. 

The facilitator can take agenda items in order, or use some other approach. You might scamper through a 
bunch of short items early on. This helps clear the agenda, makes people feel that things are moving 
along, and makes it easier to assess how long the remaining items will take. It also let's a number of 
people get their items addressed so they don't have to sit on them through longer discussions. Keep in 
mind, however, that any item that entails group decision-making is not likely to be a "short" item. You 
can nip a phantom shorty if needed: "I see this is becoming a major new project idea, so rd like to add it 
as a new agenda item and revisit it after we cover tomorrow's event. OK?" Some facilitators like to clear 
out the longer items first, or focus on the high priority items first. 

Keeping things focused and moving 

A good meeting covers topics more or less one at a time. True, sometimes topics merge as connections 
between them become apparent. Be flexible. But when a topic is out of place and threatens to undermine 
the discussion at hand, don't be afraid to push it away: "Well, outreach is coming up on the agenda, so 
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let's keep focused on Beth's 'Smash the Banks' speech." 

A good meeting also moves from one item to the next in a reasonably timely way. Move it along, without 
stifling it. It's easy to get a little uptight when you're focusing on getting the items done and time is short, 
but watch your demeanor. Check in: "At this rate we probably won't get everything done tonight. Should 
I crack the whip a bit?" 

Sometimes the dialogue reduces to two or three members going over something that doesn't involve the 
entire group. If this becomes too time-consuming, the facilitator might ask that the people hook up after 
the meeting. This is increasingly being referred to as "taking it off-line," a computer industry-related term 
that some find objectionable. 

OK, next item. 

Passing off 

Nothing says that a facilitator has to facilitate everything. Passing facilitation off might be a good idea 
when you don't really have a basic grasp of a particular issue, or when an issue affects you so strongly 
that you cannot balance your own personal participation with the more detached role of facilitation. Just 
keep the passing back and forth clear. 

Toward the end/Reassessing 

At least once toward the latter part of a meeting, the facilitator should let everyone know what's still left 
on the agenda. This gives you the opportunity to reassess what the group can probably get to and what 
probably will get tabled, and see how that assessment goes over with the masses. If the meeting is of 
fixed duration, you might ask if the group wants to "contract for" (agree to) additional time to get more 
done. 

It's helpful to have a clear sense of closure at the end of a meeting. This can be accomplished with a 
simple "OK, meeting adjourned. Thanks." This helps minimize the distracting dissolution of focus during 
a meeting's last agenda item or two. 

Working through decisions 

Decisions, of course, can be hard to reach. The general process, once the issue has been presented, is to 
open it up for discussion, move toward identifying proposed resolutions, and then deciding on one (or a 
combination or them). The facilitator can rely on a number of techniques. 

General discussion 

General discussion often brings up questions and answers, and highlights the aspects of the issue that a 
good resolution will address. After some discussion, someone usually proposes a specific idea. If the 
group isn't ready to move to a discussion of a specific proposal, acknowledge it and put it aside. "That's a 
possible plan. Before we discuss that, are there any additional questions or issues here?" Often several 
sub-discussions about the issue develop, with people speaking in turn, but about several fairly distinct 
topics. This can make for a pretty disjointed discussion and might be a time to identify the distinct issues 
and address them in turn. When the general discussion plays out, you can return to any specific 
proposals, or call for proposals if there are none. "OK, so far we have two ideas about what to do. What 

4 of 7 	 3/24/00 9:54 AM 



Embracing facilitation 	 file:///Al/facilitation.html 

do people want to do?" "OK, anyone have any specific ideas about what we should do about the financial 
part of this?" 

Straw poll 

A straw poll is a quick vote used as a way of finding out how important something is or how close the 
group is to agreement on a specific question. "Just to see where we are on this, how many prefer 
targeting the New York Times?" It's a good way to get the information you need to move things in the 
right direction. It's not intended to be a decision-making vote. 

Round robin 

In a round robin everyone gets a chance, in turn, to respond to an issue about which most people seem to 
want to comment. It's a good way to find out where the group stands, letting people present their 
positions without getting into a longer discussion where each comment seems to beget several more. 

Brainstorming 

Brainstorming calls for people to toss out ideas to build a list of possibilities first and then discuss or act 
on them. The list might be of names of people to contact, possible solutions to problems, things that need 
to get done, etc. It's very helpful when you're not sure the full set of possibilities are on the table. 

Offering proposals 

While everyone should offer proposals, the facilitator is well situated to identify what matters to group 
members and to present proposals that address all needs or represent reasonable compromises. Often you 
can pick and choose pieces of existing proposals, sometimes finding the gem that makes everyone smile. 

Delegating 

For issues that don't require that the entire group be fully involved in, the facilitator might suggest that 
the matter be delegated to a sub-group. The sub-group can be asked to take on all or just part of the 
decision-making, perhaps bringing something back to the group for further input or approval. "How 
about Franco and Lisa write a draft of the petition based on what we've decided so far and bring it back 
for us to decide on next time?" 

Identifying essential issues 

Sometimes it helps to identify what seems to be the essential point on each side of a disagreement: "So, 
Ronnie, you're saying you think...and, Maria, you agree, but not with the part about..." Sometimes 
decision-making is easier if someone identifies the essential crux of a matter: "It seems this really boils 
down to whether or not the letter is so important that it merits taking the time to redo it." Sometimes the 
real problem underlying a disagreement isn't even on the table: "Tom, are you simply opposed to any 
event where we would serve meat?" 

Clarifying 

It's really helpful to clarify, or ask someone else to clarify, proposals and decisions reached. Clarifying 
proposals makes sure everyone understands what they are being asked to consider, and helps flush out 
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any missing pieces: "So you're proposing we forget the event on the 6th, and make the event on the 23rd 
also about Mumia Abu Jamal. Do you mean we would have the same speaker?" Clarifying decisions helps 
avoid misunderstandings: "So we're going to meet on the 6th  at 7 with just the 6 of us addressing just 
these 7 items, at 6 7th  street, apartment 67." A misunderstanding can mean a seemingly great decision 
was actually meaningless. "If I had known you meant that we were going to risk arrest, I would have 
never agreed to this, you militant!" 

Keeping things fair 

Decision-making is a domain fraught with the bad habits of gender, class, and race. Men, for example, 
generally speak and object more than women. Generally, they accommodate and take notes less. The 
facilitator is positioned well to help create equal access, limiting those talking too much, and encouraging 
quiet people to talk. He or she can also suggest that certain people take on specific tasks. "Will someone, 
preferably with a penis, volunteer to take notes?" "Marvin, what do you think about the proposal?" 

Like a radio interviewer, the facilitator should also try to keep the group's language understandable by all, 
asking people to explain acronyms and other references to things not everyone is likely to know. 

Other roles 

Sometimes other members take on specific roles that complement those of the facilitator. Possibilities 
include: 

• The note-taker. A note-taker, of course, writes down what happens at a meeting. The easiest 
approach is just recording the date, those present, decisions reached and individual commitments. 
Having official notes takes time, but generally resolves any conflicts about what took place. 

• The time-keeper. A time-keeper, of course, brings to the group's attention the amount of time used 
for any items that are time-allocated, or signals a moment to reassess how it's going. 

• The vibes-watcher. A vibes-watcher focuses on the mood and dynamics of the group. Checking in 
on speaking time and tone, body language, underlying emotions, distractions, etc., the 
vibes-watcher pipes to offer observations that can help deal with problems that may be occurring. 

Being facilitated 

Even if you have no specific role in a meeting, it's important to understand that you do not play a passive 
role in group process. The best facilitation relies on process-conscious participants. As a non-facilitator, 
you should: 

• Help the facilitator by making suggestions, but not by unexpectedly "co-facilitating" 
• Be realistic when asked how long you think your agenda items will be 
• Try to keep to the topic, unless there is a reason for inserting something else 
• Try not to interrupt others, and make sure you're really listening 
• Not speak on every issue or idea just because you have an opinion 
• Let the facilitator know if something is or isn't working for you 

Well, those are the basics. Now go change the world. 
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